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Established in the wake of the Indo-Pakistani War of 1947-8 by the Australian army officer Major-
General Walter Cawthorne, then Deputy Chief of Staff in the Pakistan Army, Pakistan's Inter-
Services Intelligence (ISI) for years remained an under-developed and obscure agency. In 1979,
the organisation's growing importance was felt during the Soviet war in Afghanistan , as it
worked hand in glove with the CIA to support the mujahideen resistance, but its activities
received little coverage in news media.Since that time, the ISI has projected its influence across
the region in 1988 its involvement in Indian Kashmir came under increasing scrutiny, and by
1995 its mentoring of what became the Afghan Taliban was well attested. But it was the
organisation's alleged links with Al Qaeda and the discovery of Osama bin Laden in Abbottabad,
at the heart of Pakistan's military zone, that really threw it under the spotlight. These
controversies and many more have dogged the ISI, including its role in Pakistan's testing of a
nuclear weapon in 1998 and its links with A.Q. Khan.Offering fresh insights into the ISI as a
domestic and international actor based on intimate knowledge of its inner workings and key
individuals, this startlingly original book uncovers the hitherto shady world of Pakistan's secret
service.

'An excellent account of the ISI's development and history which is especially helpful on its early
years. This book will be an important addition to both Pakistan studies and to intelligence
studies.' -- Bruce Riedel, Brookings Institution Intelligence Project, and author of Deadly
Embrace:Pakistan, America, and the Future of the Global Jihad --This text refers to the
hardcover edition.About the AuthorDr Hein G. Kiessling is a political scientist and historian (PhD,
Ludwig Maximilian University) who lived from 1989 to 2002 in Pakistan, including four years in
Quetta and nine in Islamabad, during which he forged close contacts among Pakistan's political,
military and intelligence elites. In 2002he was awarded the Order of Merit of the Federal
Republic of Germany.--This text refers to the hardcover edition.
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NOTE ON SOURCESThis book seeks to present an objective history of the ISI, its origin and
development, tasks and objectives, successes and failures. Since the ISI also works, de facto,
as an internal intelligence agency, the domestic political environment in Pakistan has also been
extensively scrutinised.The author’s observations and analysis are drawn from personal
experience, based on the years he lived in Pakistan (1989–2002). He spent three years with his
family in Quetta and Loralai in Balochistan and later another nine years living in Islamabad. A
special permit allowed him to travel all over the country, including the Tribal Areas, and working
as the representative of a German political foundation enabled him to establish good contacts
with Pakistan’s political and military elite. Journeys to the rest of South Asia, to China and to
Central Asia, and contacts with the political elites there helped to broaden the knowledge
gleaned in Pakistan. Since 2004, the author has traveled at least twice a year to Pakistan and to
India to maintain his local contacts.Details of his interviewees and personal conversations with
serving and retired military and intelligence personnel are not listed here in detail, for reasons of



confidentiality.The author is grateful to Michael Dwyer and his colleagues at Hurst for their
excellent editing of the manuscript.Last but not least, special thanks goes to my wife, Irene
Kiessling, for assisting me in my research and translating the book from German into
English.LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS1.Brigadier Syed Raza Ali, former Director of the Special
Operations Bureau in the ISI and head of the Afghanistan Office.2.Ex-DG ISI Lt. Gen.
Ziauddin.3.Ex-DG ISI Lt. Gen. Javed Ashraf Qazi.4.The author with Ex-DG ISI Lt. Gen. Ziauddin,
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2010.INTRODUCTIONThe countries of South Asia constitute one of the most conflict-prone
areas in the world. India and Pakistan, with their well-equipped military forces, face each other in
a politically volatile situation. Since their successful nuclear tests in 1998, both states have
rapidly expanded their arsenal of nuclear armaments. The number of operational nuclear
warheads on both sides is now estimated to be over 100; both states also possess short-,
middle- and long-range rockets. There is therefore a possibility of tactical and strategic nuclear
weapon deployment from both sides, especially given the absence of a “no first use” agreement.
India has a “no first use” doctrine against non-nuclear weapon states; but Pakistan does not
even abide by this restriction. There, the military is extremely influential and has so far blocked
political leaders from committing to any such “no first use” doctrine.1The security of nuclear
weapons storage in both countries has been discussed by international experts, and frequently
questioned. In Pakistan’s case, in particular, it is feared that nuclear weapons could one day fall
into the hands of extremists, with potentially deadly risks for the region and beyond. Pakistan’s
nuclear warheads are currently stored separately from the carrier weapons and are guarded by
a selected special force. The deployment decision rests with the National Command Authority
(NCA)—ultimately the President and the Prime Minister. However, observers agree that it is
ultimately the Army chief and the Director of the Strategic Plans Division, now a serving
lieutenant general, who are the functional authorities in the NCA and they will decide. Each has
a briefcase with special codes for the release of the warheads. The possibility that terrorists
could simultaneously seize both men and their briefcases seems small. Nevertheless, Taliban
terrorists have attacked the GHQ in Rawalpindi, the regional HQ for the security agencies, as
well as the military and the civilian airports in Karachi, leaving behind dead or wounded and
substantial damage to property. This provides some justification for anxiety amongst the
international community in relation to the security of Pakistan’s nuclear force, though of course
risks associated with atomic storage facilities are a global phenomenon.2There have been
ongoing conflicts between the two powers ever since Partition in 1947, many concerned with the
perennial dispute between Pakistan and India over the status of Kashmir, to which no end



seems in sight. Military confrontations occurred in 1947, 1965, 1971 and 1999, with the Indo-
Pakistan war of 1971 resulting in the separation of East Pakistan and its birth as the new
independent state of Bangladesh. The 1999 war, commonly known as the Kargil conflict,
prompted the United States to exert diplomatic pressure on Pakistan to back down, as the
danger of a nuclear war between the two neighbours appeared to be a distinct rather than a
remote possibility.In 2002 the President of Pakistan, General Pervez Musharraf, traveled to India
for talks with the Indian Prime Minister, Atal Behari Vajpayee. Musharraf had concluded that the
Kashmir border issue could not be solved by military means alone; negotiations should be
opened to find a solution that would allow everyone to save face and silence the radical
elements in Pakistan and Kashmir. Since Islamabad was also impressed by India’s economic
recovery since economic liberalization in 1991, the government also wished to explore
economic cooperation and indeed intensified cooperation between all seven SAARC states:
India, Pakistan, Nepal, Bhutan, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka and the Maldives. Benazir Bhutto had
already suggested this strategy as Prime Minister during her second period of office (1993–6).
However, as both her Ministry of Foreign Affairs and intelligence service, the Directorate for Inter-
Services Intelligence, more commonly known as the ISI, opposed the separation of the Kashmir
conflict from potential economic cooperation with India, she had to back down.Musharraf’s visit
to India in July 2001 for what became known as the Agra summit should have been a first step in
the improvement of bilateral relations. Pakistan was prepared for concessions and presumed
that India’s then Prime Minister, Atal Behari Vajpayee, would also seek to complete his political
life’s work with a Kashmir solution. But the error on Pakistan’s side was to present Kashmir as
the core issue of their visit, thereby making the success of the trip effectively predicated on
success in resolving the Kashmir question. The entire composition of the Pakistan delegation
looked tailored for such discussions. Because of this overt negotiation strategy, Vajpayee came
under pressure from Indian hardliners and a solution was not forthcoming.Islamabad however
reduced its direct backing for insurgents in Kashmir, in support of a dialogue between both
governments, which continued from 2003 till the terrorist attacks in Mumbai in November 2008,
but with no solution to the Kashmir question. Also in 2008, immediately after his investiture as
the new President of Pakistan, Asif Zardari sought once more to focus on trade promotion with
India and the other SAARC states, leaving the solution of the Kashmir problem to later
generations. Zardari was strongly criticised by nationalistic circles in Punjab and by extremist
groups in Kashmir for his stance. They cited the fact that Pakistan’s river system originates in
Kashmir, and that even the nation’s founder, Muhammad Ali Jinnah, had referred to Kashmir as
Pakistan’s jugular vein.Indeed, water resources remain a geo-strategic issue to this day. The
Indus is one of the longest rivers in the world, and its five eastern tributaries—the Jhelum,
Chenab, Ravi, Beas and Sutlej—all play a significant role in the water conflict between India and
Pakistan. The Jhelum originates from the Indian part of Kashmir, the Sutlej from Tibet, and the
other three from the Indian Himalayan region. The Indus Waters Treaty of 1960 provides that
India can only interfere with the two upper tributaries—the Jhelum and Chenab—by making “run



of the river” projects which do not affect their water flow. Nevertheless, India has built two dams
on the Chenab to generate electricity (Baglihar 450 MW, Sedal 690 MW), and three more on the
Suru, Indus and Jhelum rivers. Pakistan remains concerned that any damming of rivers within
India will deprive it of water for irrigation and hydro-power along its part of the Indus.Against this
background, the late Mr Majid Nizami, a veteran Muslim Leaguer and publisher of the well-
established Pakistan daily The Nation, said in an interview in March 2008 that he did not rule out
a possible deployment of nuclear weapons for the liberation of Kashmir. In reaction, articles
appeared in India’s newspapers warning of Pakistan’s naive policy. The National Security
Advisor in New Delhi, M. K. Narayanan, observed later that month that: “We have seen no
change in ISI’s attitude to mentor terror groups like Lashkar-e-Taiba and Jash-e-Mohammed…
Attacks on India from Pakistan’s soil are likely to continue.”Over the last three decades, there
have been several proposed solutions to the Kashmir conflict—experts speak of over a dozen
models, but none has proved successful. Today, many international observers are of the opinion
that the Kashmir question can only be resolved by following the status quo, in which India
controls about 50 percent, Pakistan 30 percent and China (with Aksai Chin and another smaller
area) about 20 percent of the former principality of Jammu and Kashmir. Whoever governs in
New Delhi refuses any changes to the boundaries, except for minor border corrections, as to do
otherwise would be politically suicidal; however, it is evident that Pakistan will not accept a status
quo solution. Therefore the conflict drags on and on, guaranteeing continuing uncertainty in the
region.The other serious issue for the SAARC countries is China, their huge and powerful
neighbour to the north-east. India in particular feels particularly threatened. It sees itself as being
well on the way to becoming a world power but is confronted by the People’s Republic which has
already achieved that status. Territorial disputes between China and India also strain the bilateral
relationship. The first altercation, known as the Sino-India border conflict, occurred in October
1962, when the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) went on the offensive on two fronts, 1,000 km
apart from each other. The western theatre was in the Aksai Chin area of Ladakh, which the PLA
occupied within a month—a situation that still obtains to this day. The eastern theatre was
centered on Sikkim and Arunachal Pradesh, where the PLA penetrated up to 48 km inside
Indian territory, but later withdrew to 20 km, leaving a legacy of border patrols that still create
tension between India and China decades later. On official Chinese maps, parts of Arunachal
Pradesh are still shown as “Southern Tibet” and within Chinese territory. Altogether, China
currently claims an area of 90,000 sq km; whereas India treats 38,000 sq km in Jammu and
Kashmir as illegally occupied by China. Both parties have been in discussion about the issue for
years but are no closer to a solution. China has been deliberately dragging its feet on resolution
of the border dispute. It remains to be seen whether the Indian government of Prime Minister
Narendra Modi, who has set himself the goal of a huge expansion in trade with China, can solve
the border conflict.China’s other threatening area of expansion has been in the Tibet
Autonomous Region. A railway line has been built from Lhasa to Qinghai, now being extended to
the Indian border in Arunachal Pradesh. There are reports that China plans a second line from



Qinghai to Lhasa, primarily dedicated to freight. Third, after expanding and developing the port
of Gwadar in Pakistan, China is now studying plans to improve and expand a Gwadar–
Karakoram-Kashgar freight corridor, which will pass through Gilgit–Baltistan or the parts of Azad
Kashmir that India calls Pakistan-Occupied Kashmir (POK). In April 2015 the Chinese President
Xi Jinping visited Pakistan and agreements for a Chinese—Pakistan—Economic—Corridor
(CPEC) were signed, comprising road and railway infrastracture, energy infrastructure and trade
zone agreements worth $45 billion. The CPEC leads from Kashgar in North-West China to the
Pakistani port of Gwadar on the Arabian Sea. It is part of China’s Silk Road initiative and seeks
to deepen and broaden economic links between China and Pakistan.China has also expanded
its civil aviation infrastructure in Tibet with several new airports, making Tibet a hub for air traffic
in western China. New Delhi is also worried about the military maneuvers being conducted by
the PLA in Tibet. During the first China Great Maneuver “Stride” in 2009, the agency responsible
for Tibet Military Region, Chengdu, was excluded; but in three maneuvers in 2010, two in Tibet
and one in the military regions of Chengdu and Lanzhou, this was no longer the case. It is
obvious that China cares little if anything for Indian sensibilities regarding Tibet.China is also
expanding its navy and extending its area of maritime operations. Since 1960, Beijing has
argued that the name Indian Ocean is unjustified and indefensible. China’s priority is to expand
and secure its presence in the Indian Ocean, the Arabian Sea and in the Persian Gulf. It is
anxious to attain port rights along the coasts of Burma, Malaysia, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka,
Mauritius and even the Seychelles, and has been reasonably successful in seeking these
objectives. China has obtained access to the ports of Sittwe in Burma and Chittagong in
Bangladesh. In 2008, Beijing gave Sri Lanka US$1 billion for the development of the south coast
port of Hambantota. In the same year, US assistance to Sri Lanka amounted to US$ 7.4 million,
from Great Britain £1.25 million. In comparing these figures one appreciates why Colombo under
the former Rajapaksa regime paid so little heed to Western criticism of its human rights
violations of the Tamil population. Meanwhile, the Pakistani port of Gwadar, located on the
Makran coast of Pakistan on the Arabian Sea, is now under Chinese management. From there,
Chinese reconnaissance units monitor the passage of tankers through the Hormuz Strait and
the movements of the Indian and US navies in the Indian Ocean.India’s response over the last
four years to China’s growing presence in Tibet has been to expand its own infrastructure in
Arunachal Pradesh and double its military deployments there. Apart from in Arunachal Pradesh,
Indian security experts also keep a watchful eye on the six north-east Indian states of Assam,
Manipur, Meghalaya, Mizoram, Nagaland and Tripura. Since the mid 1950s, the ISI has
cultivated and backed underground separatist organizations like the United Liberation Front of
Assam (ULFA), the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) and the National Liberation Front of Tripura
(NLFT), giving them money, weapons and training. Indian security agencies have noticed a
decrease in ISI activities in the North East over the past two decades, but there is evidence that
Chinese intelligence now supplies weapons to ULFA. Previously it had been losing ground, but
has revived with Chinese assistance. Beijing’s cover intervention in the region is thus the top



priority for New Delhi’s military and intelligence agencies.On the other hand, China is closely
monitoring India’s new “Look East” policy, which while initiated by Prime Minister Narasimha Rao
in the 1990s, has only really taken effect in the last three years. The trigger was the anxiety in
India’s political and military circles about “China’s Threat Theory.” In September 2010, the
Defense Minister A. K. Antony called China’s increasing assertiveness “a serious long-term
threat”, the then Prime Minister, Manmohan Singh, urged the Indian armed forces to strengthen
the security of the country’s borders and the country’s military chiefs categorised China as a
“longterm threat”—comparable to that from Pakistan.In 2010 and 2011 Indian governmental and
military missions visited Vietnam, Korea, Japan, the Philippines, Indonesia, Thailand and
Singapore. An Indian naval flotilla also undertook a month long voyage to the Pacific, visiting
Australia, Indonesia, Singapore and Vietnam. Delhi’s political and military leadership are now
employing tactics to counterbalance support for China’s neighbours as a long-term defence
strategy, raising its diplomatic profile in East Asia in an effort to stymie China’s strategic
advances, and fashioning a “Look East” policy in order to forge concrete military partnerships
with its Asian partners.India has invested special efforts in its relationship with Vietnam: for
nearly twenty-five years projects over oil and gas exploration focused mainly on the mainland.
But Hanoi has now signed contracts with India for exploration also in the South China Sea.
Although these are for projects located in the alleged Vietnamese maritime zone, angry
reactions from China were forthcoming. For example, the Chinese newspaper Global Times
proposed the use of force to protect China’s “core interests” in the South China Sea, though it is
not clear whether this reflects the opinion of the Chinese government.China is now in a strategic
alliance with Pakistan, which is to some degree directed against India, as explained in Andrew
Small’s recent book, The China-Pakistan Axis. This alliance began with military assistance in
1966 and has evolved over the years: China is now Pakistan’s largest supplier of arms and its
third-largest trading partner. The military and nuclear sectors see the greatest cooperation:
together they cooperate in producing armaments including fighter jets and guided missile
frigates. China has also assisted Pakistan in developing the Chashma Plutonium Separation
Plant located at Kunshab in Punjab. In February 2015 it was officially confirmed that Beijing is
now involved in a further six new nuclear power projects in Pakistan.China is also looking for
trading partners for its increasing imports and exports: to the east it wants to develop a new land
route through Burma; to the west a new land route through Pakistan to Gwadar. However, the
western route runs through the unstable parts of Afghanistan and the restless province of
Balochistan. The simmering insurgency there has lately been spearheaded by many of the
young population who have lost confidence in the veteran political leadership of tribal chiefs and
sardars. Groups from the lower middle classes became active in a political underground,
especially the Balochistan Liberation Army (BLA). They targeted the Punjabis living and working
in Balochistan (many of them doctors, academics and businessmen), who subsequently fled.
They also targeted pipelines, power lines and transformer stations, and attempted
assassinations and kidnappings of foreign experts working in the province, mainly the



Chinese.Beijing therefore withdrew most of their personnel from Balochistan, which has become
the problem child of Pakistan’s politics—as much as Karachi and the Federal Administrated
Tribal Areas (FATA) are. To date, neither economic assistance from the Federal government nor
measures by the security agencies have proved effective. The ISI has tried to infiltrate the
various resistance groups and tacitly encouraged the elimination of their leadership cadres.
Press reports of corpses discovered in gunny sacks, suggesting extra-judicial execution, are
unambiguous in their intent, which is to intimidate the local population. The response has been
fresh attacks on migrants and the state’s economic infrastructure by the Baloch
opposition.Gwadar’s importance lies in it providing the shortest connection between the Indian
Ocean and western China, via Pakistan, Afghanistan and Central Asia. It was financed and
constructed by China, which contributed 80 percent of the overall costs. Construction phase II
was completed in 2008, after which Gwadar was operated by a subsidiary company of the Port
of Singapore Authority until 2012. During this time only a few ships anchored, with little freight
being handled as yet, given the ongoing instability in Afghanistan and the hinterland of
Balochistan. However, Islamabad remains confident that ultimately it can pacify
Balochistan.3Gwadar has been operated since 2013 by the state-owned China Overseas Port
Holding (COPH). Their land route plans to skirt Afghanistan and strike a strategic passage
through Balochistan and the Karakoram Highway (KKH) to the old west Chinese town of
Kashgar. There are currently several thousand Chinese engineers working in Pakistan,
according to information from Beijing. The KKH is being upgraded to become winter-proof and
there are plans for oil and gas pipelines along the highway. Pakistan’s dreams of a working
railway connection to China, parallel to the Karakoram, might be unrealistic due to the winter
weather conditions in Karakoram. Gwadar is planned to be a free trade commercial zone. In this
way, Gwadar might be developed and expanded until it becomes indeed a real gateway to
Afghanistan, Central Asia and western China.Ever since Afghanistan voted against the inclusion
of Pakistan in the United Nations in 1948, there have been numerous latent political tensions
between the two neighbours. There are also specific border issues, such as the Durand Line,
namely the colonial era boundary between the two countries, which was never officially
recognised or ratified by any government in Kabul.In the wake of the Soviet invasion of
December 1979, Afghanistan became the new faultline in the the Cold War. Thousands of
mujahideen, who saw themselves as defenders of the Islamic faith and warriors for freedom,
fought the godless invaders in a resistance campaign of guerrilla warfare, for which they
received considerable material support from the United States, Saudi Arabia and Pakistan,
initiated and controlled by the American CIA and its Pakistani partner, the ISI. This was one of
the biggest and most successful covert operations in history, and was largely hidden from the
world. Only in the latter phase of the war did more detailed reports become available, with
pictures taken by mujahideen making their way into the world press: of shot-down helicopters,
destroyed tanks, dead Russian soldiers and huge camps full of Afghan refugees.Global press
coverage continued after the withdrawal of Soviet troops from Afghanistan in February 1989.



Media reports focused on the Afghan civil war of the 1990s, and then the rise of the Taliban in
1994–5. Articles were published explaining the background of these new Islamist fighters,
followed by stories about their inability to govern the country, their religious beliefs, their
treatment of women and their destruction of anything they deemed un-Islamic, such as the
blowing up of the historic Buddha statues in the Bamiyan valley, which precipitated a universal
outcry. Only a few reporters investigated the interests of external players in Afghanistan at the
time, such as the Western oil companies who were planning a gas and oil pipeline from Central
Asia via Afghanistan and Pakistan to the Arabian Sea.On 11 August 1988, in Peshawar,
Pakistan, seven men met to discuss the future course of the post-Soviet jihad in Afghanistan.
There were four Egyptians, one Iraqi Kurd and two Saudis present, one of whom was Osama bin
Laden.4 The result of the three-day conclave was the formation of a new group, to be called al-
Qaeda. At first it had only thirty fighters, but their numbers soon increased. They participated in
attacks against the Najibullah regime in Afghanistan and in the unsuccessful storming of
Jalalabad in March 1989.5 For a long time al-Qaeda acted secretly, and at first accomplished
little. Then in March 1997 bin Laden invited a team from the American TV station CNN for an
interview in Afghanistan, during which he identified al-Qaeda as the initiator of terrorist attacks.
They claimed responsibility for the attacks in Mogadishu in 1993, in Riyadh in 1995 and at the
Khobar Towers housing complex in Saudi Arabia in 1996. Bin Laden declared war on the USA
and the Saudi royal family in Riyadh, blaming them for the presence of US troops in Saudi
Arabia after the First Gulf War of 1991.Then in February 1998 bin Laden and six other people
(two of whom were Pakistanis) issued a fatwa in the name of an International Islamic Front for
Jihad against Jews and Crusaders, according to which every Muslim was obliged to kill
Americans and their allies, both those in uniform and civilians. The justifications cited were the
Gulf War of 1991, America’s role in Israeli politics and the presence of US troops in Saudi
Arabia.6 On 28 February 1998 the London based Arabic newspaper Al-Quds al-Arabi published
the fatwa, even though it was later dubbed invalid by noted Islamic scholars. On 7 August 1998
terrorist attacks were carried out on the US embassies in Nairobi (Kenya) and Dar es Salaam
(Tanzania); the US retaliated by firing tomahawk cruise missiles at an al-Qaeda camp at Khost
on the Afghan– Pakistan border. The subsequent developments are well-known, culminating in
the terrorist attacks on New York in 2001, on 9/11.The other major event of this era was the
collapse of the Soviet Union, in December 1991, which precipated a strategic reorientation
between Pakistan and India. The latter decided to forge closer ties with the West, in particular by
opting for a liberalised free market system and a nuclear energy pact with the US. New Delhi
realised that the US would be leading the world of science and technology for many years to
come, and that India must seek to profit from an opening to the West. The old friendship with
Moscow was maintained in principle, but gradually new economic and trade, technology and
security agreements were made with Western states.For Pakistan, the end of the Cold War also
precipitated a turning point. The United States chose to shun its long-time ally and treated
Pakistan’s nuclear armaments as a pretext for leaving the country to deal with its financial and



development policy alone. Islamabad realised that without massive US aid, bankruptcy
beckoned and was forced to seek financial help elsewhere, in particular from China, the
emerging global power; that enduring friendship only became stronger.India and Pakistan both
carried out nuclear tests in 1998, which again brought South Asia into the focus of international
attention, as other states in the international system realised that the previous non-proliferation
policy had failed and they would have to deal with the new nuclear realities. The devastating
attacks on the US embassies in Kenya and Tanzania in August 1998 and events of 9/11 finally
made it clear that the cradle of this new terrorism was located in the Hindu Kush. In response,
Pakistan’s President, General Musharraf, had no alternative but to place his country on
America’s side in the fight against this ominous international threat.The US launched its military
action in October 2001 and ISAF troops arrived in Afghanistan from December 2001 onwards,
with the result that Pakistan and Afghanistan were also besieged by the international media. In
Islamabad, Peshawar and Kabul, hotel rooms were hard to come by and the simplest
accommodation commanded exorbitant prices. Even when the invasion of reporters and
politicians eased over time, Afghanistan and Pakistan remained a special focus of the world’s
press.In Pakistan, the country’s prime intelligence agency, the Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI),
was particularly affected by such reporting. Its involvement in Kashmir and in Afghanistan from
the beginning of the 1980s came under greater scrutiny and it was soon portrayed in journalistic
shorthand as a state within a state—as an intelligence agency that was influencing and
controlling Pakistan’s domestic and international politics. Reports proliferated that the ISI did not
shy away from kidnapping and liquidating individuals it considered undesirable.Such
assessments of the ISI might have been true in some cases, but they were also often circulated
by politicians and journalists in Pakistan without any substantial proof, and then adopted
unchecked and republished by their international colleagues. Another common statement was
that within the ISI various groups existed which pursued their own political agendas. They were
allegedly “out of control”, even beyond the reach of the agency’s own leadership, and were
undermining official policy, harming the government’s reputation and hindering the democratic
development of the country. Since then, and to this day, politicians, journalists and analysts in
Pakistan and elsewhere look to the ISI whenever there is a kidnapping, a killing or a major
terrorist attack in the region. Even if no proof or connection to the ISI is revealed, suspicions of
its involvement still remain.The ISI also remained in the international spotlight through Pakistan’s
aforementioned entry into the alliance against international terrorism in late 2001, the return of
the neo-Taliban in Afghanistan in 2004 and revelations of the transfer of nuclear technology to
Pakistan by its nuclear weapons guru, Dr A Q Khan, in 2004. Terror outrages like that in Mumbai
in November 2008 and the attacks on the Indian embassy in Kabul in 2007 and 2008 only added
to the international interest. The climax was the killing of Osama bin Laden by American Navy
Seals in a house in Pakistan’s military cantonment town of Abbottabad in May 2011. The ISI thus
remains a subject of frenzied and often ill-informed discussion, providing sufficient material for
speculation, accusations and conspiracy theories of all kinds.By contrast, India’s equivalent to



Pakistan’s ISI, the Research and Analysis Wing (R&AW), acts as India’s foreign intelligence
service in the region and has attracted hardly any international attention. This was not from any
lack of activity on its part, but rather because its consistent isolation from the press ensured the
successful concealment of its structure, objectives and operations. The long friendship between
New Delhi and Moscow rubbed off on India’s intelligence agencies. In structure, R&AW is more
similar to the KGB of the Soviet era than to Western intelligence services of the twenty-first
century.7 The country’s journalists and authors know how much the quest for secrecy dominates
thinking in Indian national security circles. In early 2007, the monthly magazine FORCE was
declared to have compromised national security by publishing a photograph of the then Indian
Army chief. In the opinion of the powers that be, the magazine was available to the public and so
the enemy now knew what the Indian Army chief looked like. FORCE then published the
following cautionary statement:Everyone can be arrested under the pretext of national security
without charge and thrown into prison. There is no information on what is seen as a threat to
national security, the whole concept is subjective and depends on the sentencing of the men in
uniform.81THE FIRST DECADEThe Historical BackgroundThe ISI was established in 1948 and
is generally described as a consequence of the first Pakistan–India war over Kashmir, when
there were supposedly substantial reconnaissance gaps on the Pakistan side.1 However, as
shown during the course of the war, both sides were gathering inaccurate information. In any
case, by the end of 1948 the front line in Kashmir ran approximately as it does today along the
Line of Control (LoC), where units from both armies confront each other in perennially hostile
mode. Pakistan’s troops in the 1947–8 war were not as badly defeated as is often described in
the published sources. Azad Kashmir2 is on Pakistan’s side of the LoC; and Pakistan also
controls Baltistan and Gilgit, known as the Northern Areas, where on 3 November 1947 the
Gilgit Scouts raised the Pakistan flag. Thus Pakistan had gained about a third of the former
principality, a definite indication of military success. Further developments did not bring any
substantial changes. Today, of the former princely state of Jammu and Kashmir, Pakistan
controls about 32 percent, India with Jammu and Kashmir 48 percent, and China with Aksai
Chin about 20 percent.The traditional version of the creation of the ISI therefore needs to be
reevaluated. Was its establishment only the result of perceived failings of military intelligence?
Historians also refer to the “Great Game” of the colonial era between Great Britain and Russia,3
which continued to some extent after the Second World War, when the former colonial powers
were preoccupied in seeking intelligence and information about Central, South and West Asia.
The creation of the ISI was therefore not only a consequence of the 1947–8 war over Kashmir
but also a result of British political interests in the post-colonial region. This was spelled out in a
letter from Sir Francis Mudie, Home Secretary during the British Raj and afterwards Governor of
Sindh. Engaged in the service of Pakistan after Partition, he wrote to a friend in Lucknow:The
facts of the situation are that Pakistan is situated between hostile—a very hostile—India on the
one side and … an expansionist and unscrupulous Russia [on the other]. As long as the
relations between Pakistan and Britain are good and Pakistan remains in the Commonwealth an



attack by Russia—and also I am inclined to believe an attack by India—on Pakistan brings in the
UK and the USA on Pakistan’s side.4Stephen P. Cohen, a prominent American South Asia
expert, wrote on the creation of the Pakistan Army as follows:One long range problem was clear
to all of the military professionals who had studied the issue: Pakistan alone did not have the
strategic depth or resources to withstand serious pressures from the northwest, although the
immediacy of a Soviet threat had evaporated by 1948.5Major General Walter Joseph
CawthorneThe founding father of the ISI is considered to be Walter Joseph Cawthorne, who
headed the ISI from January to June 1948. The Indian ISI critic Bhure Lal wrote:Gen. Cawthorne
developed the blueprint for the structure and functions of ISI, as of several other interservices
organizations. He had opted to serve with the Pakistan Army after independence as Deputy
Chief of Staff, with his headquarters in the Ministry of Defence in Karachi. He was a close
confidant of Maj. Gen. Iskander Mirza, who was then serving as Defence Secretary, and Gen.
(later Field Marshal) Ayub Khan, first Pakistani C-in-C of the Army. Gen. Cawthorne served as a
liaison between the Ministry of Defence and the three Services Headquarters.6The founding of
the ISI reads similarly in this version by S. K. Ghosh, another Indian author:Whether the
Australian born British Army officer called Major General Cawthorne, who opted to serve the
newly formed state of Pakistan, was instrumental in the birth of the ISI is not known. What is
certain is that he had the honour of drawing up the ISI’s initial organisational structure.7Indeed,
the Melbourne-born Cawthorne was an experienced intelligence expert. The future Major
General (Kt, CB, CIE, CBE) fought in the First World War with Australian troops in Turkey
(Gallipoli), France and Belgium. In 1919 he joined the British Indian Army and participated in
fighting in the North-West Frontier Province against the Mohmand tribes in 1930 and 1935.
During the Second World War he was Head of Middle East Intelligence Centre 1939–41; then
Director of Intelligence, Indian Command 1941–5; and Deputy Director of Intelligence, South-
East Asia Command 1943–5.After Partition in 1947, Cawthorne opted for service in the new
Pakistan Army; in 1951 he was promoted from Major General to Deputy Chief of Staff.8 The
future British Lt. Gen. Sir James Wilson described his former superior Cawthorne as
follows:Douglas Gracey was fortunate to have as Deputy Chief of Staff Bill Cawthorne … a
brilliant staff officer with a flexible mind. He worked in Karachi, where he provided professional
advice to Iskander Mirza and Liaquat, obtained their instructions and passed these to us in
Rawalpindi … Bill Cawthorne was a fine teacher, assuming always that one was more intelligent
than I often appeared. I am grateful for what he taught me and also for the way he relied on me to
keep Douglas Gracey briefed about Karachi affairs.9Cawthorne remained connected with
Pakistan even after leaving military service in 1951. After an interlude as Director of Joint
Intelligence Bureau, Department of Defence, Australia he was posted as the first Australian High
Commissioner in Karachi, 1954–8. His last posting was as High Commissioner in Ottawa,
Canada, 1959–60. He died in 1970 in Australia.The ISI’s Leadership in the First DecadeSince
Cawthorne, there has always been an Army professional heading the ISI as Director. His
successors until the mid 1960s were brigadiers, appropriate for the modest size of the service



and its manageable field of activities. One exception was from May 1951 to April 1953 when a
colonel headed the ISI. At that time and until the end of the 1950s the norm was a two-year term
of office. The first longer tenure was in October 1959 when Brigadier Riaz Hussain headed the
ISI for over six years. The first two decades of ISI Directors were: Brigadier Syed Shahid Hamid
(July 1948–June 1950), Brigadier Mirza Hamid Hussain (June 1950–May 1951), Colonel
Muhammad Afzal Malik (May 1951–April 1953), Brigadier Syed Ghawas (April 1953–August
1955), Brigadier Sher Bahadur (August 1955–September 1957), Brigadier Muhammad Hayat
(September 1957–October 1959), and Brigadier Riaz Hussain (October 1959–May
1966).Structural Concepts 1948–1958With the establishment of Pakistan’s new armed forces, it
became apparent how poorly they compared with India’s. Cohen wrote as follows about the
allocation of the military inventory between India and Pakistan:Pakistan received six armored
regiments (to India’s fourteen), eight artillery regiments (to India’s forty), and eight infantry
regiments (to India’s twenty-one). Of the fixed installations, it received the Staff College, situated
at Quetta; the Royal Indian Army Service Corps School (at Kakul); and a few other
miscellaneous facilities, as well as several regimental training centres, important naval facilities
at Karachi and Chittagong, and the obsolete defensive infrastructure of the Northwest
Frontier.10The initial plan was for an Army of 150,000 soldiers led by 4,000 officers, but only
2,500 were available. Directly after the proclamation of the new state, on 15 August 1947, there
was only one Pakistani major general, two brigadiers and six colonels, as compared to the 13
generals, 40 brigadiers and 53 colonels that were required. The gap was partly filled by about
500 contracted British officers, of whom 355 were already in Pakistan and 129 were newly
recruited from England.11 Moreover the first two commanders of the new Army were British
generals, Sir Francis Messervy and Sir Douglas Gracey. Only from January 1951 under Ayub
Khan was the first Pakistani Commander-in-Chief (C-in-C) appointed.12Cawthorne’s
composition of the ISI included not only military but also Muslim civilian personnel from the
former Indian Intelligence Bureau. These civilian experts formed the backbone of the ISI in its
early years.13 The initial model for the structural design of the ISI was possibly the Iranian
SAVAK, as Winchell describes:Created from the three branches of Pakistan’s military, and
modelled after Iran’s intelligence service, the SAVAK, the ISI coordinates with the Army, Navy
and Air Force intelligence units of Pakistan’s military in the collection, analysis, and
dissemination of military and non-military intelligence, focusing mainly on India. After receiving
its training from the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) and the French intelligence service, the
SDECE, the ISI originally had no active role in conducting domestic intelligence collection
activities, except in Pakistan Occupied Kashmir (POK) and Pakistan’s Northern Areas (NA) of
Gilgit and Baltistan.14But in fact SAVAK was not set up until 1950 and the French SDECE till
1947, so neither can have been the actual model for the ISI. Instead Pakistan’s military historians
prefer to cite the British Secret Intelligence Service, MI6, as the blueprint for the ISI, partly
because the first training and equipment assistance came from MI6 and from the CIA.The initial
tasks of the new agency were intelligence (reconnaissance) work outside Pakistan’s borders in



India and Kashmir. In addition, there were the planning and coordination of the first Pakistan
Military Attachés for foreign postings. But internally, apart from the Northern Areas and Azad
Kashmir, the ISI had no intelligence mandate.2THE ERA OF THE FIRST GENERALS, 1958–
1971The ISI and Ayub KhanAt the beginning of the 1950s, Pakistan had two agencies for
external and internal intelligence: the ISI and the Intelligence Bureau (IB); in addition, the Army,
Air Force and Navy had their own intelligence wings responsible for tactical intelligence.
Formally the IB came under the Ministry of Interior and reported to them direct; whereas the ISI
came under the Ministry of Defence but reported to the head of government. In reality, however,
the Army chief (C-in-C) decided what information from ISI was passed on to the political
leadership.Altaf Gauhar, a member of the Prime Minister’s Secretariat from 1957, wrote years
later that Prime Minister Feroz Khan Noon (1957–8) was aware that some members of the
military had conspiratorial contacts with various politicians. The Prime Minister actually had no
way of counteracting this, since President Syed Iskander Ali Mirza, who was closely connected
to the armed forces, and C-in-C General Ayub Khan, were already pursuing their own political
agenda.1 Ayub Khan later admitted spying on Prime Minister Feroz Noon, justifying it with his
concerns about extending his service, due to expire in 1959. He explained more frankly to Altaf
Gauhar: “The fellow was under the influence of his wife. He wanted to promote General Sher Ali.
My boys were keeping tabs on him.”2President Syed Iskander Mirza proclaimed Martial Law on
7 October 1958, with the support of his C-in-C. The 1956 Constitution was suspended and Ayub
Khan was appointed Chief Martial Law Administrator (CMLA) by Mirza. The people of West and
East Pakistan accepted this development, because the majority saw the former politicians as
corrupt and obstructing the development of the country. From the military leadership they
expected political regeneration: the generals were considered to be patriotic, efficient and
possessing political integrity.3 However, the new leadership duo survived for only three weeks.
The ambitious Ayub Khan was alert to signs that President Mirza was not content with just a
representative role and was looking for allies in military, political and legal circles. The daily
paper Dawn from Karachi quoted Mirza on 16 October 1958 as follows:I shall run Martial Law for
the shortest duration possible… Then we shall have a national council of not more than twelve to
fifteen persons, and run on that basis for some time, to clean up the country. Thirty or forty men
of goodwill and experience would be asked to frame a constitution. The censorship would be
lifted, and the constitutional debate would be in the open.4President Mirza was not able to carry
out his plans. Late in the evening of 27 October 1958 he was visited by three generals, forced to
resign and then flown with his wife to Quetta in Balochistan on a freight airplane. Only the
American Ambassador Langley and the Australian High Commissioner Cawthorne received
permission from the new powers to bid farewell to Mirza at the airport. But for unknown reasons
Cawthorne missed Mirza’s departure flight.On 2 November 1958 the Mirzas were brought back
to Karachi and left immediately on a KLM flight for exile in London. It was here that Cawthorne
saw the deposed President once again. This time only he and his colleague from Portugal were
present at the airport. It is also known that Cawthorne had approached Ayub Khan seeking that



his friend Iskander Mirza be treated humanely while under house arrest in Quetta. Years later
Mirza’s son Humayun wrote:During the early days of Pakistan, Major-General Sir Walter
Cawthorne was Iskander Mirza’s Deputy Chief of Staff at the Defence Ministry. His wisdom and
good judgment were invaluable in building Pakistan’s armed forces… After he left Pakistan’s
Service, he joined the Australian Diplomatic Service returning as Australian’s High
Commissioner. Both he and U.S. Ambassador Langley made repeated calls on Ayub and
maintained pressure on him to ensure that no physical harm came to Iskander Mirza. Without
their efforts, it is quite possible that the generals would have arranged a convenient accident to
kill the unfortunate President.5Iskander Mirza, who had been Governor General, 1955–6, and
the first President of Pakistan, 1956–8, lived for a further ten years in South Kensington, London,
in straitened circumstances. He was never to see his homeland again, and died on 13
November 1969.At the beginning of Ayub Khan’s time as C-in-C a covert action division was
created in the ISI that was supposedly involved during the 1960s in supporting militant groups in
northeast India and from the mid 1970s in helping insurgent Sikhs in the Indian Punjab.
However, their prime task was the consolidation of the political situation at home. To achieve
this, the reporting structure of the intelligence agencies was changed. Now MI reported to the
Chief of General Staff (CGS), who forwarded what he judged as important information marked
“Eyes Only” to Ayub Khan. The ISI and IB reported directly to the Martial Law Administrator.6
Additionally, political and military opponents were kept under observation, a task undertaken by
the ISI’s Colonel Khawaja Muhammad Azhar. As acting ISI Director during the interim phase,
Azhar often carried out interrogations personally, apparently to the satisfaction of his superiors.
At the end of his military career he was a three-star general under Yahya Khan and afterwards
became Governor of NWFP.Internal political intelligence thus became a focus of activity for the
ISI. The agencies became an early warning system for the political leadership and tried to
surpass each other in their professional dedication. Those under observation were individuals,
parties, organisations, universities and the press. The ISI was responsible for applying pressure
and delivering warnings. Even the physical elimination of political opponents could be
considered, as when Ayub Khan suggested such a solution for his political critic, Nawabzada
Nasrullah Khan. However, ISI Director Brigadier Riaz Hussain (1959–66) managed to prevail
upon the dictator to change his mind.7But it was some years before the ISI would become the
most important and most powerful secret service of the country. Ayub Khan still listened more to
the IB and MI; the text of his diary published in 2007 mentions the ISI only once during a period
of six years. These few references were overwhelmingly negative: on 21 May 1967 he accused
the ISI of neglecting a conspiracy being hatched against him, after it was uncovered by the
Karachi police: “DIG Tareen and his associates have done excellent job whilst on the naval
intelligence and ISI were nearly asleep… it just shows that we are babes in intelligence
network.”8Indeed, six naval officers led by Faiz Hussain had planned to assassinate Ayub Khan
while he was on a fishing trip and assume power. After the coup they intended to appoint
Maulana Maudoodi, founder of the Islamist Jamaat-e-Islami, as Minister of Law; Maulvi Farid to



be Governor in West Pakistan; and General Azam as Governor in East Pakistan. These names
indicate the conservative religious background of the coup plotters.Ayub Khan’s scepticism
about local security was matched by his general distrust of his compatriots in East Pakistan; he
also doubted the loyalty of the Bengali police officers in the Subsidiary Intelligence Bureau (SIB)
in Dhaka. Therefore he decreed in 1960 that the collection of internal political intelligence in East
Pakistan be transferred to the ISI. In this case the IB and ISI squared off against each other. In
the run-up to the 1965 presidential elections, the IB gave “…a detailed assessment of his
prospects in the election…” and ISI and MI “…kept him informed of the trend of public opinion
based largely on gossip.”9 However, despite Ayub Khan being confirmed as President in
January 1965, the close result of the election showed that all the services had underestimated
the popularity of the opposition candidate Fatima Jinnah and had anticipated an overly optimistic
result for Ayub Khan.The next major political event was the war against India in 1965, which
proved a real fiasco for MI and the ISI. The ISI joined the secret Kashmir cell in the Foreign
Office to draft a plan for groups of armed men, disguised as freedom fighters, to infiltrate
Kashmir and carry out a campaign of sabotage in the territories under Indian occupation.10 This
“Operation Gibraltar” was based on the likelihood of persuading the Kashmiris to launch a wider
general rebellion against Indian rule. It was presented to a cabinet meeting of the Intelligence
Committee in February 1965 by the ISI’s Deputy Director, T. S. Jan. The President initially
rejected it, saying: “Who authorised the Foreign Office and the ISI to draw up such a plan? All I
asked them was to keep the situation in Kashmir under review. They can’t force a campaign of
military action on the Government.”11However, in May 1965 Ayub Khan agreed to an extended
version of the plan called Operation Grand Slam, revised and adapted by the commander of XII
Corps, General Akhtar Malik. At the end of July, at five different locations, groups of twenty to
thirty infiltrators sneaked across the LoC into Indian-held Kashmir. The original Operation
Gibraltar had begun. Then Operation Grand Slam swung into action, bringing additional
deployment of larger units across the international border. But both operations proved to be
disasters,12 bringing only significant losses and no territorial gains.MI had failed largely
because of a technical fault. They were relying on the transmission of their radio program Voice
of Kashmir, with propaganda material encouraging rebellion. After Voice of Kashmir experienced
transmission problems, MI had to change over to the Azad Kashmir transmitter, which could be
heard by the Indian side. The Indian reprisal was to present four arrested Pakistani army
personnel on All India Radio, who revealed details of their orders. When MI director Brigadier
Muhammad Irshad was informed, he expressed his shock with the words: “Oh my God, the
bastards have spilt the beans.”13In comparison with MI, the ISI Director Brigadier Riaz Hussain
had felt better prepared for Operation Gibraltar. His office possessed its own sophisticated
equipment and well-trained personnel. Additionally, there were contacts, or rather agents, in
Kashmir as well as in India itself, from whom he hoped to get a flood of information. However,
after the operation was launched, the ISI found that their contacts had gone underground. The
ISI had become blind politically as well as militarily and could not carry out any substantial



intelligence work. Later on, in discussions with Ayub Khan, ISI Director Riaz Hussain is said to
have justified their failure with the words: “All these years we were not doing our real work of
counterintelligence, because we were too busy chasing your domestic political
opponents.”14Thus the 1965 war over Kashmir was a total failure for the Pakistan intelligence
services. More used to being involved in internal monitoring and shadowing their own politicians,
they failed in enemy intelligence. The ISI and MI appeared unable to locate and pinpoint the
movements of Indian troops. Later reports on the 1965 war often referred maliciously to the fact
that the ISI had lost contact with a whole Indian division and could not determine where they
were.To get to the bottom of these shortcomings Ayub Khan set up a committee of inquiry
headed by Yahya Khan. In the subsequent interviews GHQ tried to portray the IB in a bad light,
thereby deflecting the errors and incompetence of the military services.15 Yahya Khan also
managed to include in the commission report a recommendation for the future appointment of
an ISI and MI expert at local (district administration) level. This was a highly controversial
demand which the civil servants of the commission and IB Director A. B. Awan rejected out of
hand. President Ayub Khan then refused an increase in the military budget, which finally
thwarted any plans for penetration of the local administration. The ISI had to be content with
continuing to monitor those politicians and civil servants classified as undesirable.President
Yahya Khan 1969–1971At the end of March 1969 the Ayub Khan era came to an end. His
decline had begun with the unsuccessful 1965 War and the Tashkent Declaration on February
1966. The latter saw thousands of prisoners of war return home but the Kashmir question, at
least for the Pakistani side, remained unresolved.The last years of Ayub’s rule were
characterised by political unrest in West and East Pakistan. He had also become a sick man,
after suffering a cardiac arrest in 1968. This prompted Ayub to agree to resign and return power
to the army. On 25 March 1969 there was another Martial Law proclamation, with the new Chief
Martial Law Administrator (CMLA) being the former C-in-C General Yahya Khan. In Pakistan’s
short history the military had taken over for a second time. A newly created National Security
Council, headed by Yahya Khan himself, was set up to control the intelligence agencies.
Together with the Information Ministry and the intelligence services, these formed the pillars of
the new regime. However, the unfolding tragedy in the eastern part of the country would be
misjudged by all.The generals deemed that a balanced parliament seemed the best way to keep
the politicians in check as they wished to avoid at all costs dominance by a single political party.
So they authorised free elections countrywide at the end of 1970, which is still considered to be
Yahya Khan’s major legacy. To guide the elections in East Pakistan they allocated the sum of 29
lakh rupees16 and Major General Ghulam Umar, the second highest ranking officer in the army
hierarchy, was assigned to supervise the ISI’s activities in East Pakistan. Additional to the ISI
office in Dhaka, new bureaux were attached to the army regiments in Comilla, Chittagong,
Mymensingh, Rajshahi, Pabna and Bagura, and to all other ISI offices in East Pakistan, all of
which were staffed solely by West Pakistanis.Aware of the growing influence of the secular-
leaning Bengali Awami League, emphasis was placed on religion as the anchor for the country’s



unity. So the agency’s priority became the support of the Islamist Jamaat-e-Islami (JI) in East
Pakistan, a task that failed due to self-delusion and wishful thinking. This became clear in a
report from the Dhaka office on 31 May 1970 when the Islamist parties celebrated the “Glory of
Islam Day” with rallies. The headline of the corresponding situation reports from the ISI read:
“Massive show on Shaukat-e-Islam Day by Muslims indicate their unflinching faith in Islamic cum
Pakistan ideology.”17 The ensuing developments showed that this ideal of linking religious with
political ideology was simply unrealistic. The ISI revised their predictions for JI downwards in the
run-up to the election campaign, but they always believed in a final balanced result. The ISI’s
chief, Major General Muhammad Akbar Khan (1966–71), predicted the haggling of politicians
after the elections, describing them as “bandar bant” (monkeys dividing the spoils).18The final
results of the December 1970 elections were a shock for the ISI. In the East Pakistan parliament
Sheikh Mujibur Rahman’s Awami League won 298 out of the 300 seats; the ISI supported
Jamaat-e-Islami was left with the remaining two seats. Similarly in the National Assembly, the
parliament of the country as a whole, the Awami League held the majority with 167 of the 313
seats. This should have been the signal for a transfer of power to the new leading party, or at
least the provision of greater political autonomy for East Pakistan. But the majority of the military
and political elite of West Pakistan could not accept this and showed callous arrogance towards
their Bengali brothers. So ensued the tragedy of the 1971 Bangladesh War of Liberation, in
which ISI agents were implicated in betraying Bengali academics and journalists and infiltrating
the Awami League. Later, Altaf Gauhar was to write:General Akbar, who was the head of the ISI
and with whom I had good relations when I was in service, requested me that I should introduce
him to some Bengali academics and journalists… Had I given him any names they too [would]
have been put on Rao Farman Ali’s hit list of Bengali intellectuals.19In their attempts to control
political developments in East Pakistan, the ISI resorted to the harshest of means, including the
assassination of prominent Bengali politicians.20 Army intelligence failed to make a correct
assessment of the situation, and senior generals offered poor leadership and decision-
making.21 Also, the ISI now had to confront a new adversary. In India, the Research & Analysis
Wing (R&AW) had been created in 1968 and developments in East Pakistan, resulting in the
creation of Bangladesh, was to be the first major success story for New Delhi’s foreign
intelligence agency.Although the ISI was ill-informed about the political scene in East Pakistan,
they were better primed on New Delhi’s military intentions. As early as 6 September the ISI had
forwarded copies of the Indian Chief of Staff General Sam Manekshaw’s operational
instructions, issued in mid August,22 to the President, the three service chiefs and the Secretary
for Defence; one month later they furnished precise information about the forthcoming invasion.
Without a formal declaration of war, Indian troops crossed the border to support East Pakistan
against the Pakistan Army in the first week in November; the main invasion with eight divisions
took place on 21 November 1971. On 3 December the ISI was able to supply the military with a
copy of the latest Indian combat instructions. However, this had little influence on the actual
conduct of the war. Years later Zia’s former Chief of Staff K. M. Arif wrote, “Notwithstanding the



timely availability of strategic and technical level intelligence, there was something lacking in
putting together of the Pakistani act.”23Yahya Khan’s failings were not only in the military arena;
it was said later that his capabilities were up to division commander level, equivalent to just a
two-star general. His misfortune was that Ayub Khan exaggerated his abilities by making him
first his C-in-C and at the end also CMLA. Khan also liked to drink, and was not averse to the
company of attractive women. Nevertheless, the elections he instigated in December 1970 are
still seen even today as the freest that Pakistan witnessed until 2008. Yahya Khan’s real failure
was his inability to accept the need for the political reforms deemed necessary by the election
result. In March 1971 he ordered the first military operations in East Pakistan, in which
thousands of Bengalis died. Then in December the Pakistan Army in Dhaka had to surrender to
the encircling Indian Army, and 93,000 Pakistan soldiers were captured. For Yahya Khan the loss
of East Pakistan meant the end of his Presidency.In the ISI, however, the change had already
taken place some months before. In June 1971 Major General Muhammad Akbar Khan was
replaced by Major General Ghulam Jilani Khan.Structural Changes in the Leadership and
Activity AreasAfter Cawthorne’s leadership in 1948, the directorship of the ISI was generally held
by a brigadier. The service was regarded as relatively small and compact. But after the failures of
Operations Gibraltar and Grand Slam, it was felt that the ISI needed a stronger leadership. Even
more so after the final loss of East Pakistan, the new President Zulfikar Ali Bhutto realised that
the dejected military leadership needed a boost in self-confidence. So in the 1970s for the first
time the ISI was headed by a three-star general. From 1966 up to the beginning of the Zia-ul-
Haq era the ISI leaders were Maj. Gen. Muhammad Akbar Khan (May 1966–June 1971), Lt.
Gen. Ghulam Jilani Khan24 (June 1971–October 1977), and Maj. Gen. Muhammad Riaz Khan
(October 1977–April 1979).Over two decades the ISI’s fields of activity had also expanded
considerably. By the end of the Ayub Khan and Yahya Khan period they consisted of:– collection
of external information– coordination of the secret work of all three armed services– monitoring
of their own military cadre– observation of foreigners in the country– monitoring of media and
political groups– diplomatic activities abroad– collection of technical information– execution of
secret operationsHowever, in counter-espionage they still had little experience. The Soviet KGB
had already succeeded in winning over informants both in the Foreign Office and in Pakistan’s
diplomatic corps to help them spy on foreign policy during Ayub Khan’s era. The former KGB
member Vasili Mitrokhin, who defected to England in 1992, reported there being a number of
sources in Pakistani ministries and also among diplomats stationed abroad.Among them were
“Gnom”, “Kuri”, “Grem” and “Gulyam”. Gnom provided diplomatic cables, photographed with a
miniature camera. After returning to Pakistan in 1967 he broke contact with his controller. Kuri
was a cipher clerk who provided information until the 1970s both from his posting in Washington
and from the ministry itself. Grem was the most senior Pakistani diplomat, recruited in 1965. He
later became an ambassador and provided valuable information. Gulyam was the only agent
whose identity became known: he was Abu Sayid Hasan, recruited in 1966, who worked as
Third Secretary at the High Commission in Bombay, Second Secretary in Saudi Arabia and



Section Chief in the ministry’s Administration department. One of the biggest KGB catches was
the recruitment of “Ali”, who held a senior position in the military communication centre in
Rawalpindi. He was recruited in 1965 by G. M. Yersafyev, a KGB operation officer masquerading
as a German radio engineer. Ali delivered classified information for ten years, though he soon
realised for whom he was working. Overall, the main purpose of KGB activities during Ayub’s
time and after was to spread suspicion and mistrust of the United States.25ISI and CIA:
Intensified CooperationPresident Mirza had served as the first President of Pakistan from 1956,
when the position of Governor General was replaced by that of President. Only two years later, a
military coup was plotted against him. On 7 October 1958, three days before the anticipated
putsch, Washington was informed that it was likely to go ahead. While the Americans saw no
justification for such a step and advised against it they were unable or incapable of stopping the
coup. Eisenhower and Dulles apparently understood why General Ayub Khan acted as he did.
The 1950s and 1960s were overall a period of sound cooperation between the ISI and CIA as
became evident when the American pilot Francis Powers was shot down over Soviet territory on
1 May 1960, after having taken off from Peshawar on his U-2 reconnaissance flight.From then
onwards, the bilateral relationship was fairly restrained during Kennedy’s government (1961–3)
and Johnson’s (1963–8); but during the Nixon administration the cooperation between the CIA
and ISI intensified. As documents in the public domain reveal, Nixon liked Yahya Khan, whereas
on the other hand he referred to Indira Gandhi as an “old witch” in discussions with Kissinger.
Kissinger’s secret flight from Rawalpindi to Peking on 9 July 1971 was a masterpiece of
cooperation between the CIA and ISI. The allegedly ill Secretary of State was able to fulfil his
mission without attracting the attention of local journalists.The CIA and ISI also cooperated in
working against the Indira Gandhi government after she signed an agreement with Moscow on 7
August 1971 confirming peace, friendship and cooperation between India and the Soviet
Union.26 Articles 8 and 11 of the agreement included military cooperation and a common
obligation for defence, in the case of a threat to the territorial integrity of either partner.
Washington did not know the exact contents of the agreement, but they were concerned about
the naval facilities offered to the Soviet fleet in Visakhapatnam (Andhra Pradesh) and the
Andaman and Nicobar Islands.27 On the other hand, India complained about the assistance of
the ISI and CIA to secessionist groups in Punjab, in Kashmir, and their supporters in Europe and
the USA campaigning against violations of human rights in India. Only after the murder of Prime
Minister Indira Gandhi in 1984 did the joint CIA–ISI campaigns come to an end.First Operations
Against IndiaAt the beginning of Ayub Khan’s time, a covert action division was created in the
ISI. During the 1960s it was involved in the support of local militant groups in north-east India,
and from the mid 1970s it also helped insurgent Sikhs in Indian Punjab.28As early as 1957
Indian sources had noted the beginning of the ISI’s involvement in north-east India: Naga rebels
were being provided with retreat and training facilities in the Chittagong Hill Tracts (CHT) in East
Pakistan and also assistance with logistics. On their way there the Nagas had to cross the
Burmese territory of the Chin Hills Special Division of Myanmar. Under pressure from New Delhi,



the government in Rangoon despatched their army in 1962, which partially closed the route from
1965 onwards. From 1968 the ISI then used their contacts with Beijing and China’s intelligence
agencies to furnish training camps for the Nagas in Yunnan. Thereafter, the Nagas found
support and training in southwestern China.Another group who found shelter in East Pakistan
were the rebels of the Mizo National Front (MNF) who from 1966 were fleeing from Indian
Mizoram. They similarly established their headquarters in the Chittagong Hill Tracts (CHT) and
were supported by the ISI. In December 1971 during the East Pakistan war an Indian Army
command found the MNF headquarters abandoned. The Mizo leader Laldenga had set off with
his supporters for Akyab in Burma (Arakan Division) from where the ISI brought them through
Yangon to Karachi. Laldenga left Pakistan in 1975 and set off for Kabul, going through Peshawar
and later to Geneva, where he began peace talks with the Indian government.After the debacle
of the 1965 war over Kashmir, the ISI began to strengthen its ties with the seccessionist Sikhs in
Indian Punjab who were seeking autonomy. The new leader of the Sikh Homeland Movement
was Charanjit Singh Pancha, appointed during his exile in London. His group were frustrated by
the lack of support from the British government, so were open to new friends and backers just at
the time they were first contacted by the ISI. Meanwhile in Indian Punjab the United Front
Government, in office since 1967, was toppled and Dr Jagjit Singh Chauhan, a former cabinet
minister, also moved to London in 1970. He succeeded in seizing the leadership of the Sikh
Homeland Movement and renamed it the Khalistan Movement. The ISI was delighted by this
development and invited Chauhan to Pakistan in 1971, where Yahya Khan portrayed him as the
“Father of the Sikh Nation”. In the same year Dr Chauhan also travelled to the US, where he was
cordially received by Henry Kissinger and appeared on the television networks. In publicising
India’s alleged excesses offences in Punjab, Islamabad sought to counter Indian propaganda
about human rights violations by Pakistan during the 1971 Bangladesh war. In this manner was
the CIA-ISI cooperatiom cemented and for the next fifteen years New Delhi was confronted with
a Sikh separatist insurgency in Punjab, which culminated in the assassination of Indira Gandhi
after Operation Blue Star.3ZULFIKAR ALI BHUTTO, 1971–1977As the 1971 war ended in
defeat for West Pakistan, President Yahya Khan stepped down on 20 December 1971 due to
civilian and military pressure. He proposed as his successor as President and CMLA Zulfikar Ali
Bhutto, who had been Minister of Foreign Affairs in Ayub Khan’s government, 1963–5. Bhutto
had founded the Pakistan People’s Party (PPP) in December 1967 and had competed
successfully in the 1970 elections in West Pakistan. Bhutto also felt political guilt at the loss of
East Pakistan, but now became the beneficiary of the situation. He remained President and
CMLA until August 1973. With the introduction of the 1973 Constitution, Bhutto became Prime
Minister.Cherat—Army Combat SchoolAt the end of the 1950s in Cherat, a hill station close to
Peshawar in NWFP, the establishment and training of Pakistan’s elite unit Special Service Group
(SSG) began. The rationale behind its establishment was the danger of a Soviet occupation of
Afghanistan and subsequently an attack on Pakistan, which the country could not have
withstood with conventional means. With the support of the US, the Pakistani government



decided to prepare for a guerrilla war. Under the umbrella of US military aid to Pakistan, CIA and
US Special Forces specialists started to arrive. They helped their ISI friends train underground
fighters who would resist the Soviets in the event of a Communist invasion of Pakistan. So
Cherat became the centre for the elite SSG brigade, which years later would boast an
impressive roster of graduates. The columnist Ikram Sehgal writes:SSG prides itself in wearing
the winged dagger and having the universal motto of Special Forces everywhere, “Who Dares
Wins”. Having done two SSG tenures, prime product General Pervez Musharraf is presently
SSG’s Colonel-in-Chief…among the instructors were Chuck Lord, Robert Buckley, Robert Dunn,
Maj Murray, Lt Hicks, Sommers etc. Pakistani SSG officers travelled to Fort Bragg and/or Fort
Benning for advanced training. Robert Dunn knew most of the SSG personnel by name, having
spent almost his whole life in this area. Casey chose him to be CIA’s Operations Chief for the
Afghan War.1The SSG officers were trained firstly to blend in with the population and build
undercover structures; and then, step by step, to move into operational mode. To locate their
initial positions and areas for deployment, small groups of officers received orders to explore
clearly defined geographical areas. They examined the political views of the inhabitants, the
economic and social conditions for a guerrilla war, the educational situation, the experience of
local people in handling weapons, historical aspects and tribal traditions, as well as the
infrastructure and topography of the areas in question. Lastly a plan had to be compiled on how
resistance was to be organised. This ambitious training objective meant that all of Pakistan had
to be mapped and researched.After the Soviet Army invaded Afghanistan in 1979, the Cherat
base was redesignated as a commando training camp. Of the former SSG officers, however,
only thirty-five were placed under the command of the ISI in Afghanistan, where they played an
important role in the battles of the 1980s and 1990s. They were not regarded as foreigners by
the Afghans, and indeed worked hand in hand with them, and some of them remained there.
These operatives had a global reach as they maintained contacts with jihadis in many
countries.Years later, when in 1998 the US compelled Benazir Bhutto’s government to break off
all contacts with the Taliban, this special ISI unit was dissolved. The cadres dispersed but still
maintained contacts in the respective areas inside. There are voices in Pakistan that imply that
the marginalisation of this special force has resulted in the ISI losing vital knowledge of what
actually takes place in Afghanistan.Focal Point BalochistanBalochistan is the largest of
Pakistan’s four provinces in terms of area, and in 1972 it experienced separatist unrest again.
Just as Ayub Khan had felt little confidence during the 1960s in the local personnel in the IB’s
offices in East Pakistan, Bhutto felt the same about the IB bureau in Quetta. Thereafter the ISI
assumed responsibility for monitoring the province.2Between October and December 1972,
gangs of lashkars, or tribal fighters, from the Marri, Mengal and Bizenjo tribes, supported by the
local police troop, the Baluchistan Dehi Mahafiz (BDM),3 clashed with 7,000 Jamoto people in
Balochistan. The Marri–Bizenjo–Mengal government in Quetta had accused the tribes of
Jamoto, Zehri and Bugti of siding with the central government, thereby behaving disloyally
towards their own province. The conflicts were bitter, the mutual animosity being fueled by new



laws regarding the mining of natural resources in the province, which the Balochis feared would
be extracted from their homeland with all the benefits flowing to Punjab. More radical elements
became active. In the irrigated parts of the province, the so-called Feeder Areas, the farms
managed by non-Baloch settlers were set on fire. In February 1973 a large cache of weapons
was found in the Iraqi embassy, destined for the Marri tribe.4 Bhutto accused his opponents in
Balochistan of having separatist intentions and dissolved the provincial parliament. Nawab
Akbar Bugti, Chief of the Bugti tribes, was appointed governor, which the Marris and Mengals
saw as a betrayal. They reacted with intensified rebellion, and in solidarity with them the North-
West Frontier Province government also resigned.In neighbouring Afghanistan these events
were followed with great interest. The Durand Line was never recognised as the state border by
Kabul and there were dreams of a greater Afghanistan which would include all of Pakistan’s
Pashtun areas. The rebellious groups in Balochistan were soon receiving covert assistance from
Kabul. Bhutto could only settle the situation in Balochistan with the help of the Army, and so
cooperation was forged between the ISI and SAVAK. Shah Reza Pahlevi was afraid of Balochi
rebellions in the eastern part of his own country and provided Bhutto with economic aid,
helicopters and pilots to repress the rebellion. ISI personnel went to Iran for coordination work, in
which the CIA was also helpful. They were present both in Iran and in Pakistan and cooperated
with the ISI as well as SAVAK. At the end of the conflict the Marri Chief, Khair Bakhsh Marri, and
his fighters fled to Afghanistan into a decade-long exile. Many of them were trained there by
KGB and KHAD experts in sabotage techniques and carried out attacks in their former
homeland. Even in Balochistan, the population no longer felt in control. The phrase “Punjabi
imperialism” was frequently used and even today is strongly ingrained in many Balochi and
Pashtun minds.The Birth of the Afghanistan OfficeAt the beginning of the Bhutto era the ISI was
led by Major General Ghulam Jilani Khan, appointed by Yahya Khan. Jilani was an infantryman
from the Frontier Force, a kind of active veteran. Sitting at the desk was not his thing; he loved to
move among the people. Sudden and unannounced appearances were his typical style, and
over a cup of tea he would listen to the concerns and opinions of interlocutors. Jilani had a
successful ISI debut issuing reports on increased Indian troop movements in the Bengal border
areas and dispatches about Soviet weapon supplies to India.5 Like the Army, the ISI was also
deeply demoralised at that time about the loss of East Pakistan.Since the KGB and KHAD had
taken care of the exiled Balochis in Afghanistan, the ISI was soon compelled to make a move in
Pakistan. In particular, Naseerullah Khan Babar, Inspector General of the Frontier Constabulary
in NWFP, pushed Bhutto into a more aggressive position against their neighbour. With the goal
of preventing Afghan trouble-makers joining the Pashtuns in the borderlands, on Bhutto’s
instructions the ISI set up a 5,000-strong Afghan guerrilla troop, trained by Babar’s people in
NWFP. Among their first members were figures such as Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, Burhanuddin
Rabbani and Ahmed Shah Masood, whose names would become world-famous in the
1990s.One consequence of the Balochistan events was the creation of a Special Operations
Bureau in the ISI in 1973, which later became the cradle of the legendary Afghanistan Office.



The head of the new office was Colonel Syed Raza Ali, who later wrote as follows about his
assignment:I was required to raise and simultaneously run an organization that was needed to
advise the Government on the multiple facets of counter insurgency operations in Pakistan and
to coordinate activities of various (different) elements of state power onto a given direction that
was designed to initially contain and subsequently to eradicate the menace. That is how it all
began. The first phase of the Afghan War was now on.6The era of the ISI’s actions in
Afghanistan now began. A first large-scale operation in 1975 was the encouragement of a
rebellion in the Panjshir valley. Though unsuccessful, Kabul realised it could ill afford to
underestimate the Pakistan card. Raza Ali reported how the ISI had become aware of people like
Hekmatyar, Rabbani, Khalis and Masud and used them for their own purposes:These
individuals in their own right had commanded a level of influence in various colleges and
universities of Afghanistan, particularly in Kabul. Their rightist-cum-religious orientations and
their opposition to Communism rule had brought them into direct conflict with the Government in
power…They frequently crossed and recrossed the border into Afghanistan, where they
organised an uprising that took place in Pansheer valley in 1975. This event shook Daud out of
his slumber and mellowed him down to realise the gravity of the situation. He began to mend his
fences with Pakistan. From that point onwards real politic and diplomacy took the front stage.
Daud condescended to look into the issue of the Durand Line and to stop infiltrating terrorists
from across the Pak-Afghan border into Pakistan.7Meanwhile, in the Special Operations Bureau
Colonel Syed Raza Ali had accomplished his assigned task to the satisfaction of the COAS and
DG ISI. In 1977 he returned to the barracks as a brigadier. Two years later, the new CMLA Zia-ul-
Haq recalled him. Espionage, sabotage and how to counter such tactics were once again in
demand.Zia-ul-Haq 1976–88With the introduction of the 1973 Constitution, the new Army
hierarchy retitled the Commander-in-Chief (C-in-C) as Chief of Army Staff (COAS). In February
1976 Mohammad Zia-ul-Haq was appointed COAS as successor to General Tikka Khan, which
proved to be President Bhutto’s fateful move. A later comment on his decision by Lieutenant
General Chishti, an intermittently trusted friend of Zia, was that Zia was “the best sycophant to
win over Mr Bhutto.”8Pakistani historians now maintain that the US as well as the ISI had
endorsed the appointment of Zia in advance, and only the Chinese embassy had advised
against it.9 The American vote for Zia is explained by his time in Jordan; and in turn Zia’s close
cooperation with the CIA was a reason for the ISI leadership to opt for him. Zia’s posting to
Jordan was as a brigadier with his unit for two years, where it is said he was acted with great
toughness against Palestinians opposing King Hussain. Raja Anwar wrote:When Bhutto became
president he promoted Zia from Brigadier to Major General, after King Hussein of Jordan had
put in a word for him. Had that not happened, Zia would probably have retired as a Brigadier.
Zia, who was in Jordan in 1970 at the time of the Black September operations against the
Palestinians, was believed to have taken part in the massacre on the orders of Hussain, in
blatant violation of his charter of duties as an officer seconded to Jordan from the Pakistan army.
Hussein had now returned the favour. It was a signal to Bhutto that Zia was the kind of man who



would go to any length for him too.10Years later, the ISI chief Jilani maintained that he had
suggested to Bhutto that in appointing the next COAS he should consider the seniority list of the
generals, where Zia-ul-Haq then stood in eighth place. All the top candidates on the list were
suitable for the Army leadership post and bypassing them might lead to rumblings amid the
higher officers’ corps, which could prompt their resignation, according to tradition. When Bhutto
directly asked Jilani about Zia-ul-Haq, he answered: “As compared to others, I do not really know
him as a person, and therefore, it would not be fair to comment on him…the last time Zia and I
had served together was when we were both captains in Kohat in 1950.”11However, there are
still murmurs in Pakistan to the effect that the DG ISI had explicitly endorsed the appointment of
Zia. It is indeed improbable that Jilani, as intelligence chief, did not have a dossier regarding
Zia’s time in Jordan and therefore had no detailed information about him. It is a reasonable
assumption therefore that Jilani conferred with his CIA friends regarding the appointment of Zia.
As a consequence, the reasoning that the ISI under Jilani tried to influence Bhutto’s decisions in
internal affairs is not far off the mark.Internal Political EntanglementsThe successful crushing of
the Balochistan rebellion did not result in the political pacification of the whole country. In 1973
there was a conspiracy among younger officers of the Army and Air Force who blamed Bhutto
and the generals for the loss of East Pakistan and their defeat by India. They succeeded in
persuading a brigadier and a colonel to lead their plot but the ISI received well-timed information
about the case, which came to be known as the Attock Conspiracy, and observed the group for
months undercover until they struck. Major General Zia-ul-Haq headed the subsequent court
martial and used the opportunity to inform Bhutto about the proceedings and to offer his
services to him. The conspirators received life sentences; Bhutto and some generals demanded
the death penalty but they did not get a court majority in favour of capital punishment.The vast
majority of the people, having given President Bhutto a convincing mandate in the 1970
elections in West Pakistan, fully supported Bhutto’s internal and foreign policy. His high point in
office was 1974; but then his despotic governmental style and a disappointing general
performance meant that he became increasingly unpopular. Bhutto reacted in his own way. In
1975, through a directive from the Prime Minister’s office, the ISI was boosted by the setting up
of an internal political cell. The cell, already secretly installed by Ayub Khan, was now formally
endorsed and expanded quickly. Bhutto then allowed the IB to furnish a parallel special cell, in
order to be informed about tendencies and developments within the military, the IB cell to be
headed by Colonel (retd.) Mukhtar. Its attempts to install a network of informers in the
cantonments among former officers had little success. ISI and MI recognised what was up and
relayed appropriate reports to the GHQ. The active officer corps was warned, which resulted in
Mukhtar’s people being mocked. With obvious satisfaction the brigadier heading the ISI Counter-
Intelligence office (JCIB), Syed A. I. Tirmazi, later wrote this about Mukhtar’s operation at the
time of martial law (ML):When ML was declared, his office was sealed and then searched. Of
course, they had no clue to things which were brewing up towards imposition of Martial Law but
what other information his men had collected on some of the senior officers, provided a lot of



amusement to those who read it. Mukhtar was the first person to be served with dismissal orders
at his residence.12By the time Zulfikar Bhutto had been in office for six years, elections were
overdue and the ISI was well aware of it. The author Hussain Haqqani, who later served as
advisor to two Prime Ministers and after 2008 was Pakistan’s ambassador to the US, wrote
about the situation at that time:In April 1976, soon after Zia-ul-Haq’s appointment as army chief,
the ISI prepared a position paper for Bhutto, recommending that he hold early elections and
renew his mandate. In October, Lieutenant General Ghulam Jilani Khan, the ISI chief, sent
another paper to the Prime Minister that spoke of him in glowing terms and repeated the
proposal for holding elections.13Bhutto agreed, still believing that the majority of the people
were behind him. The intended date for the national parliament elections was set for 7 March
1977, and three days later the provincial parliaments would be selected. However, the results on
the evening of 7 March gave the Prime Minister cause for concern. Of the 200 parliamentary
seats, the PPP won 155 and the opposition Pakistan National Alliance (PNA) 36. Bhutto knew
that such a result could only be the result of manipulations by an assiduous election
bureaucracy and he treated the victory with mixed feelings. His question on the election evening
as to why he was gifted with such a mandate is still quoted today within PPP circles.14 His
premonitions did not deceive him however.The PNA opposition boycotted the provincial
elections scheduled for 10 March 1977 and staged other rebellions. They demanded the
resignation of the government, the appointment of a new electoral commission and new
elections under the supervision of the legal authorities and Army; they backed their demands
with continuous protests in the larger cities of the country.The government meanwhile convinced
itself that the opposition was being financed from abroad. Jilani later reported on how the Prime
Minister and his Foreign Secretary Aziz Ahmad exerted pressure on the ISI and IB to uncover
the flow of foreign funds. They lamented during a cabinet meeting “that the intelligence agencies
had failed in anticipating foreign intervention… The intelligence agencies merely provided
information, often out of date and without any analysis or forecast.”15 However, neither Jilani nor
Rashid could furnish any proof of foreign funding; any such evidence had melted into thin air.
They held the view that the PNA alliance was supported by Pakistan’s commercial sector, and
offered a reward for such evidence. Brigadier Tirmazi, chief of the Joint Counter-Intelligence
Bureau in the ISI, who was responsible for the observation of internal affairs, was of a different
opinion. He wrote ten years later in his memoirs: “Funds to JI and individually to the families of
some of the leaders were coming in from foreign sources in a clandestine manner. Some
businessmen and industrialists who had resented ZAB’s nationalization polices also contributed
funds to the movement.”16As a result of the continuing unrest, on 19 March 1977 DG ISI Jilani
handed the Prime Minister another report proposing new elections. Jilani later claimed that he
also advised the Prime Minister against proclaiming martial law as a tool against internal political
unrest, for the reason “… that once the army comes in, it might hang around for a long time
which would not be good for either side.” He recommended instead “to resolve the issue through
political dialogue.”17 However, Bhutto distrusted his ISI chief and ignoring his advice on 21 April



1977 proclaimed martial law in the troubled cities of Karachi, Hyderabad and Lahore. Just weeks
later he had to withdraw his actions: on 9 June the Lahore High Court announced that the
procedure was unconstitutional. As a result, 1,700 opposition supporters were released. The
PNA later claimed that 200 of their followers had died, which further strengthened their
resistance.From now on the Prime Minister distrusted the ISI’s reports relating to the opposition
and instead listened to sycophants. His alternative measures in May 1977 included the closure
of gambling houses, prohibition, the introduction of Jumma (Friday) as the day of rest, re-
instalment of the Council of Islamic Ideology and the announcement of the introduction of the
Sharia within six months, on the advice of Zia-ul-Haq. Bhutto later defended himself by saying
that Zia had predicted these measures would usher in a truce in Pakistan’s domestic political
scene. In retrospect it seems that he may have had his first initial suspicions about the General’s
deceitfulness.When he was later deposed by Zia and brought before the court, Bhutto
insinuated a possible conspiracy had been hatched against him among the military leadership
and the intelligence agencies. There is no conclusive proof for this, although the existence of
such a conspiracy cannot be dismissed. Haqqani writes hypothetically:This conspiracy, if it
existed, would have begun with the ISI proposal for an election, advanced through Pakistan
National Alliance (PNA) agitation against the fairness of the election, and finished up with the
overthrow of Bhutto in the July 1977 military coup d’état.18Downfall of a Prime MinisterJilani
later maintained that in 1977 both he as ISI chief and Rao Abdul Rashid as IB chief together
warned Bhutto of a coup d’état by the military:We met Mr. Bhutto together on 3 July and
apprised him of our fears and assessments based on our observations and analysis. By then,
there had also been reports of some opposition party leaders encouraging/conniving with the
military for a possible take-over to end the agony. After listening to both of us, Mr. Bhutto, in our
presence, spoke to each of the corps commanders on telephone individually. In a subtle manner,
he enquired from them if all was well and whether anything unusual was happening! Mr. Bhutto
was no wiser after the conversation and there ended the matter.19Rao Abdul Rashid, Bhutto’s
secretary for many years and by this time head of the IB, might have had genuine fears of a
military coup d’état. Whether Jilani also feared a military coup remains doubtful. Benazir Bhutto
remembered the situation quite differently. According to her, Prime Minister Bhutto was warned
by the chairman of the Joint Chief of Staff Committee (JCSC) General Sharif that Army General
Zia-ul-Haq “…was up to no good, and might be planning some kind of coup.” After receiving this
warning, Bhutto called the DG ISI himself in order to obtain the truth about this information. Jilani
“… showed his total ignorance of any such move or plan, and attributed General Sharif’s
warning to his alleged ill will toward General Zia; because General Sharif was not made the army
chief.”20
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Qaisar Rashid, Dr, “a historical, narrative account. Pakistan’s Inter-Service Intelligence (ISI)
agency is omnipotent domestically. This is the central idea of this book. Kiessling lived in
Pakistan for thirteen years from 1989 to 2002, including four years in Quetta and nine in
Islamabad. The book is an attempt to collect and present information (history, its origin and
development, tasks and objectives, successes and failures of ISI) chronologically. However, the
scope of study is from 1948 to 2011, though the events of 2014 are also included. To fulfil the
need of primary research, Kiessling conducted interviews, though he also took the help of
secondary research sources ranging from books, newspapers, periodicals to websites, to
strengthen his account.Generally, the book is more narrative or descriptive in nature than it is
exploratory or analytical. The overwhelming focus of the book is ISI’s role in Pakistan’s domestic
realm, as out of 246 pages, fewer than 30 are on foreign issues. Though the book sends more
information to an international reader about Pakistan, the book is no short of revealing attention-
grabbing information for a Pakistani reader.ISI is bornOn page 14, Kiessling writes: “The
founding father of the ISI is considered to be [Australian born British Army officer, Major General]
Walter Joseph Cawthorne, who headed the ISI from January to June 1948 [as its first Director].”
Cawthorne drew up ISI’s initial organizational structure and functional areas, as an inter-services
organization, which reflected his own job of forging a liaison between the Ministry of Defence
and the three Services Headquarters. Cawthorne opted to serve the state of Pakistan after
partition in 1947, and he was promoted from Major General to Deputy Chief of Staff in 1951.
Cawthorne was the first military man leading ISI as its Director. The tradition of ISI being headed
by a military officer (as its Director General or DG) is still followed, though now a military officer
can be a serving or retired one.For better understanding, the rest of the discussion is parsed into
four main themes and each theme will be discussed separately.Theme One: ISI is a functional
successor of Intelligence Bureau (IB)ISI can be called a functional successor of a civilian
intelligence agency, the Intelligence Bureau (IB). On page 13, Kiessling writes: “The ISI was
established in 1948 and is generally described as a consequence of the first Pakistan-India war
over Kashmir, where there were supposedly substantial reconnaissance gaps on the Pakistan
side.” Further, on pages 16 and 17, Kiessling writes: “Cawthorne’s composition of ISI included
not only military but also Muslim civilian personnel from the former Indian Intelligence Bureau.
These civilian experts formed the backbone of the ISI in its early years…The initial tasks of the
new agency were intelligence (reconnaissance) work outside Pakistan’s borders in India and
Kashmir…But internally, apart from the Northern Areas and Azad Kashmir, the ISI had no
intelligence mandate.” In this way, contrary to the claims of Sean P. Winchell (mentioned in his
article, “Pakistan’s ISI: The Invisible Government” International Journal of Intelligence and
Counter Intelligence, Vol. 16. No. 3, Fall, 2003), it is not that the failure of the Intelligence Bureau
(IB) of Pakistan in the first Indo-Pak war (1947-48) to amass correct information led to the
formation of ISI but it is that, despite all its intelligence expertise, being a civilian intelligence



agency, the IB was found handicapped in an external war zone. The intelligence gathering
expertise of the officials of the IB was still required to contribute to the growth of ISI as an
intelligence agency ready to meet the needs of an external war theatre in the future. Hence, by
the 1950s, Pakistan had two intelligence agencies: ISI for external intelligence; and IB for internal
intelligence.It is a myth that the martial law of General Ayub Khan induced the domestic role of
ISI. Instead, the monopoly on information helped General Ayub Khan, the C-in-C, utilize the
services of ISI years before he imposed the first martial law on Pakistan. On page 19, Kiessling
writes: “[General] Ayub Khan later admitted spying on Prime Minister Feroz Noon, justifying it
with his [General’s] concerns about extending his [General’s] service, due to expire in 1959.” The
primary duty of ISI was to help General Ayub consolidate his martial law by keeping military and
political opponents under observation.The diversion of attention from external to internal realm
affected the performance of ISI externally (and also of MI), as depicted in the failure of
‘Operation Gibraltar’ or in its extension ‘Operation Grand Slam’ leading to the 1965 war with
India. On page 23, Kiessling writes: “Later on, in discussions with Ayub Khan, ISI Director Riaz
Hussain is said to have justified their failure with the words, ‘All these years were not doing our
real work of counterintelligence, because we were too busy chasing your domestic political
opponents.”Instead of holding ISI accountable, later on, the civilian head (Prime Minister) made
it more powerful and participatory. On page 26, Kiessling writes: “After Cawthorne’s leadership in
1948, the directorship of the ISI was generally held by a brigadier [or a Major General]. The
service was regarded as relatively small and compact. But after the failures of Operations
Gibraltar and Grand Slam, it was felt that the ISI needed a stronger leadership. Even more so,
after the final loss of East Pakistan, the new President Zulfikar Ali Bhutto realized that the
dejected military leadership needed a boost in self-confidence. So in the 1970s for the first time
the ISI was headed by a three-star general.” This is how, in December 1971, President Bhutto
made Lt. General Ghulam Jilani Khan the first Lt. General as DG ISI.Theme Two: ISI found a
domestic competitor in IBOn the domestic front, ISI carved out its way between the domains of
IB and MI, though functionally ISI remained closer to MI than IB. Interestingly, ISI can be
considered a functional extension of IB, but they both grew into an intense competition with each
other. Domestically, in 1951, IB achieved another feat by discovering a conspiracy within the
domain of the armed forces. On page 44, Kiessling writes: “After January 1951, beginning with
[General] Ayub Khan, a Pakistani served as head of an Army, which was still being established.
From the outset he was confronted with a political coup attempt, known as the Rawalpindi
Conspiracy. This was uncovered by the IB and not the ISI, and included a major general, some
brigadiers and colonels as well as a commander of the Air Force, all of whom were dissatisfied
with the course of political developments since 1948.”However, in 1973, it was the turn of ISI to
outshine IB. On pages 36 and 37, Kiessling writes: “In 1973 there was a conspiracy among
young officers of the Army and Air Force who blamed [Zulfikar Ali] Bhutto and the generals for
the loss of East Pakistan and their defeat by India. They succeeded in persuading a brigadier
and a colonel to lead their plot but the ISI received well-timed information about the case, which



came to be known as the Attock Conspiracy, and observed the group for months undercover
until they struck.”The excellence of both IB and ISI were appreciated. On pages 36 and 37,
Kiessling writes: “In 1975, through a directive from the Prime Minister’s office, the ISI was
boosted by the setting up of an internal political cell. The cell, already secretly installed by Ayub
Khan, was now formally endorsed and expanded quickly. Bhutto then allowed the IB to furnish a
parallel special cell, in order to be informed about tendencies and developments within the
military…”Theme Three: Counter-insurgency offers ISI a challengeIn the face of staunch Bengali
ethnic nationalism, the first ever counter-insurgency function of ISI failed in East Pakistan. The
staunch Bengali nationalism offered little space to ISI operatives to penetrate the ranks of ethnic
nationalist, whether or not they were siding with Mukti Bahini (a popular Bengali term to describe
the guerilla resistance movement or insurgency launched to make East Pakistan independent in
1971). After 1971, the turn of West Pakistan came. Ethnic nationalism in East Pakistan also
fanned ethnic nationalism in West Pakistan, which also started slipping into the abyss of ethnic
nationalism. The immediate reason was that the new law regarding the mining of natural
resources led to ethnic rising in Baluchistan against the central government in the late 1970. A
kind of mutual animosity appeared between pro-centre tribes of Jamoto, Zehir and Bugti, and
anti-centre tribes of Marri, Bizenjo and Mengal. The latter were running the provincial
government. On page 33, Kiessling writes: “In February 1973, a large cache of weapons was
found in the Iraqi embassy [discovered by ISI’s Major Shahid Tirmizi], destined for the Marri tribe.
Bhutto accused his opponents in Baluchistan of having separatist intentions and dissolved the
provincial parliament. Nawab Akbar Bugti, Chief of the Bugti tribes, was appointed governor,
which the Marris and Mengals saw as a betrayal. They reacted with intensified rebellion, and in
solidarity with them the North-West Frontier Province [which is today’s Khyber Pakhtunkhawa
(KPK)] government also resigned…In neighbouring Afghanistan these events were followed with
great interest. The Durand Line was never recognized as the state border by Kabul and there
were dreams of a greater Afghanistan which would include all of Pakistan’s Pashtun areas. The
rebellious groups in Baluchistan were soon receiving covert assistance from Kabul [including the
KGB and KHAD].” There were reports of infiltration by terrorists from across the Pak-Afghan
border into Pakistan. An insurgency was also expected in NWFP along ethnic lines.In response,
the Pakistan government sprang into action to discourage Kabul from interfering in Baluchistan
and NWFP. On page 34, Kiessling writes: “One consequence of the Baluchistan events was the
creation of a Special Operations Bureau in the ISI in 1973, which later became the cradle of the
legendary Afghanistan Office… The era of the ISI’s actions in Afghanistan now began. A first
large-scale operation in 1975 was the encouragement of a rebellion in the Panjshir valley.
Though unsuccessful, Kabul [or Sardar Mohammad Daoud Khan, the first President of
Afghanistan from 1973 to 1978] realized it [or he] could ill afford to underestimate the Pakistan
card.” In this way, the lesson learnt in East Pakistan before December 1971 (when the fall of
Dhaka took place) helped ISI suppress insurgencies in the western half of West Pakistan after
1972. Nevertheless, to do that ISI had to transcend the Pak-Afghan border. This is how the



history of the Afghanistan office in ISI began. It was the Afghanistan Office or the Afghanistan
Bureau that swelled in size and ability compared to ISI’s rest of the bureaus.Theme Four: ISI’s
yearning for controlling the political systemThis theme comprises six main publicly known
episodes from 1988 to 2014 depicting ISI’s craving for regulating the political system.1. The
formation of IJIAfter the death of General Zia-ul-Haq in August 1988, the foremost objective
before the military-ISI blend was to influence the post-martial law political system. The mode
was to create a parliament that could be balanced (not swinging into one political party’s favour),
thereby amenable to external manoeuvering. The fear struck the military-ISI composite was that
Benazir Bhutto’s political party, Pakistan People’s Party (PPP), could secure an overwhelming
majority. From pages 75 to 77, Kiessling writes: “DG ISI Hamid Gul …together with Brigadier
Imtiaz Ahmed and Major Aamer from the Internal Security Wing of the ISI …cobbled together
the party alliance that became known as Islami Jamoori Ithad (‘Islamic Democratic Alliance’, IJI,
comprising nine parties including Pakistan Muslim League; PML, and Jamaat-e-Islami; JI) as a
political counterweight to the PPP… to avoid a one-sided distribution of political power… On 14
November 1988 [however] the PPP became the largest party in the National Parliament [with 93
seats].” The IJI with 54 seats remained confined to Punjab. The PPP became able to form a
coalition government with the help of small political parties and independent parliamentarians in
the total house of 207 seats.2. The Midnight Jackal affairIn June 1989, Benazir Bhutto removed
General Hamid Gul from the position of DG ISI on the military fiasco in Jalalabad in 1989. In his
place, the retired Lt. General Shamsur Rahman Kallue was made DG ISI without consulting
COAS General Beg. This was the first time a retired general was made DG ISI and that without
consulting GHQ. The civil-military tension shaped through the formation of IJI embraced a new
spike of acrimony.Two reactions appeared. First, DG ISI was denied participation in regular
military meetings and decisions, thereby closing the door of inside information from military to
the political government. Second, an attempt was made by the remnants of General Gul to bring
a vote of no confidence against the government of Benazir Bhutto. On page 83, Kiessling writes:
“The entire drama unfolded in September and October 1989. The first part of the “Midnight
Jackal” affair was the attempt by two ISI officers to bribe government parliamentarians to cast
their votes against the Benazir Bhutto government in an upcoming vote of no confidence…In the
second act of the drama, the government tried to catch the culprits with the help of the IB…The
two culprits offering bribes were Brigadier Imtiaz Ahmed and Major Mohammed Aamer, both still
active in the army.” This attempt to bring the government down was constructed on the ruse of
religion and the same context was used to collect money to bribe politicians of the Opposition.
The plan was thwarted by IB by video recording meetings of the opposition hobnobbing with the
two ISI men who were offering bribes to their targets to make the vote of no confidence
successful. Consequently, the government was saved and both officers were dismissed from the
service for ‘retired on fault’. The whole episode made the PPP government distrustful of the
military. Retrospectively, if IB had not come to the rescue of the PPP government, it would have
not survived the vote of no confidence in the parliament.3. The Mehrangate scandalMoney was



employed to manoeuver the 1990 elections. On page 119, Kiessling writes: “[T]he ISI’s directors,
Asad Durrani and Javed Nasir, had deposited US $39 million in foreign currency reserves with
the Mehran Bank [which was a private bank], through according to state regulations such funds
should have been held exclusively in a national bank…The malpractice surfaced when the ISI’s
Lt. Gen. Javed Ashraf, who had succeeded Javed Nasir as DG ISI, wanted to transfer the funds
to another bank in January 1993. Yunus Habib [the Chief Operating Officer of the bank] was at
first unable to comply, and later could pay only in instalments…In the process the name of the
former Army chief Mirza Aslam Beg was mentioned, who confirmed a donation from Yunus
Habib of 140 million rupees (then about US$4 million) made in favour of an election cell within
the Presidency [when Ghulam Ishaq Khan was the President].” The scandal was called the
Mehrangate and this scandal smeared the names of both General Beg and General Durrani.4.
The Judges scandalThe judges of the Supreme Court are already considered pro-military and
each time they acted under the ‘doctrine of necessity’ to validate martial laws. The year 2007
was no exception. On page 200, Kiessling writes: “In mid November [2007], a complaint was
lodged at the Supreme Court against Musharraf’s re-election as President [held in October
2007]. The judges were to vote on the issue, so the ISI launched a surreptitious campaign of
persuasion. At least three judges received secretly taped videos in which they were shown in
compromising situations with certain ladies. The ladies, who were sent by the ISI, had been
given as ‘thank you gifts’ by clients for services performed, and the judges had happily helped
themselves. There were also sensitive videos pertaining to the daughters of other judges. The
message was clear: that a positive vote was expected. As it turned out, the court judgement
went in their favour; the ISI had won its campaign.” This is how General Musharraf secured his
presidential position, but both the judges and ISI lost their face.5. The Memogate scandalThe
proverbial Damocles’ sword always hung over the neck of politicians. On page 228, Kiessling
writes: “Memogate was a case in which DG ISI [Ahmad Shuja] Pasha also came under fire. The
main character in this scandal was Mansoor Ijaz, an American citizen of Pakistani descent. In
September 2011 Ijaz brought the public’s attention to a letter which he claimed was written on
the insistence of former Ambassador [Hussain] Haqqani and passed to Admiral Mike Mullen in
Washington. The tenor of the letter was that President [Asif] Zardari feared an impending military
takeover was asking for help from Washington to prevent this. In the new democratic Pakistan,
Memogate quickly became a national affair, especially since Ijaz then claimed that Pasha had
visited Arab countries seeking their consent to a planned military coup.” Consequently, DG ISI
General Pasha was relieved of his post in March 2012 and on advice of COAS General Ashfaq
Pervez Kayani, General Zaheer ul Islam Abbasi was appointed next DG ISI (March 2012-
September 2014), whereas new COAS General Raheel Sharif was appointed in November
2013.6. The Third-Empire affairThe yearning for controlling the political system is difficult to die.
On pages 233 and 234, Kiessling writes: “[T]he role of the ISI during the PTI [the Pakistan
Tehrek-e-Insaf of Imran Khan] and PAT [Pakistan Awami Tehrik of Allama Tahir-ul-Qadri]
demonstrations in Islamabad from August 2014 onwards remains unclear even today. Local



political observers have little doubt that the agency was backing it, in spirit and financially. For
them the countdown to the whole operation had already begun during Shuja Pasha’s term in
office; they see him as its godfather. This view gets credit from the fact that Pasha, already
retired and living in Dubai, came over to Pakistan in October 2014 to meet Khan at the house of
PTI member Shafqat Mahmood…What part was played by DG ISI Zaheer-ul Islam during the
demonstrations is still unknown. Realizing that neither camp was able to bring the proposed one
million people on to the streets, he might have – in accordance with the COAS – backtracked
and advised both Imran Khan and Tahir-ul-Qadri to steer their followers away from violence and
to let the whole undertaking peter out slowly.” On their way from Lahore to Islamabad, both
parties kept on mentioning a third-empire who would raise finger against the sitting government.
Everyone knew that Khan and Qadri were referring to the COAS [General Raheel Sharif] and
inciting him to topple the elected government of Nawaz Sharif. The journey and then sit-in of
both the PTI and PAT were expensive to afford. On page 244, Kiessling writes: “In Islamabad a
few thousand followers of Imran Khan (PTI) and Tahir-ul-Qadri (PAT) continued their
demonstrations till October 2014…During the siege of Islamabad the nucleus of both camps of
protestors were paid a modest daily allowance. Political analysts are still asking where this
money came from… Due to lack of political alternatives, Pakistan’s military finally did not wish to
overthrow the Nawaz Sharif government. But their aim, to weaken the Prime Minister, had been
fully achieved.”CriticismThroughout the book, Kiessling is found making an obvious attempt to
sensationalize the role of ISI in two main ways. First, Kiessling has made an effort to tie ISI’s role
to the Kashmir uprising of 1947 and the late 1980s, the Afghan unrest of the late 1970s, and the
Khalistan movement of the 1980s. If the criterion were instigation, nowhere in the book has
Kiessling come up with any evidence of ISI’s role in the instigation of these movements.
Nevertheless, if ISI’s role in the initiation of these movements were accepted, such an avowal
would be a great insult to those who launched these movements indigenously to meet their own
objectives. Even today, the extant movements are in the control of locals. As mentioned earlier,
the main focus of Kiessling’s book is ISI’s role in domestic issues, since out of 246 pages of the
book, fewer than 30 are on foreign issues. Certainly, Kiessling needs more background study on
these movements to make his final remarks. Second, Kiessling has made an effort to implicate
ISI’ role in heinous incidents (such as Mumbai bombings and attacks, 9/11 events and the
presence of Osama bin Laden in Abbottabad, Pakistan) happened regionally and internationally.
Kiessling made this attempt by relying on two things. First, links and speculations. That is, one
person is linked to another and then to another and then to any known official of ISI and hence
the speculation that there must be information and that the information might have been passed
on. Second, claims of terrorists captured. That is, after the arrest, a terrorist confessed to have
connections in ISI. Both these points, the speculation and the claim, need verification for their
validity. Unfortunately, the book offers no verification at all.The era from 1979 to 1989 was the
golden era of ISI because of two reasons. First, ISI was supported from both internally and
externally to enhance its role in Afghanistan. Second, the lengthy tenure of General Rehman



(1980-1987) as DG ISI offered ISI stability and consistency, especially when this tenure
coincided with the tenure of COAS-cum-President General Zia-ul-Haq (1977-1988). The era is
inimitable now, as the ground realities have changed forcing ISI to readjust its own goals and
objectives. The slurring and demeaning consequent to the formation of IJI, the Midnight Jackal
affair, the Mehrangate scandal, the Judges scandal, the Memogate scandal, and the Third-
Empire affair are a testament to the fast receding role of ISI, along with the military, in the
political affairs of Pakistan.ISI can no more make or break political governments. Compared to
the past, ISI is almost out of political scene, especially in the face of growing awareness in the
masses and in political parties. With the political system gaining strength, there are possibilities
that IB will garner more strength domestically than ISI. The internal political wing of ISI may
persist, but it will have to sweat blood for its survival.”
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